New York as a Center of Activity

What if ... ?

Nancy Mohr, New York

Peggy Silva, New Hampshire
When Brian asked for the umpteenth
time if the class could read instead of
“doing English,” I put aside my plan
for the day and decided to observe my
students as they read. They settled
quickly into their books with no fidgeting, no requests for bathroom breaks,
no need for me to redirect the energies
of my active group of fourteen year
olds. Sprawled out on the floor in front
of me was every English teacher's
dream. As I drove home that day, I had

When we consciously focus on our
questions as a means of improving student learning, we foster attention on the
reflection and analysis that leads to
effective practices. A spirit of inquiry is
the foundation for sustained professional development.
Inquiry-based professional development serves as the research and development arm of our school. Through our
membership in Critical Friends Groups
(CFGs), we have learned specific strate-

wondered how she could pursue new
knowledge of her content area. Regina
says, “It started out as such a little
question. After attending a writing
workshop to learn how to create a
cookbook of my grandmother’s
recipes, I began to explore how I might
apply my new skills to my cooking
course by allowing students to create a
cookbook for their final assessment. I
was amazed at what they produced,
and sought help from our technology

This is the nature of inquiry — we notice a problem or situation, we pose a question, we gather evidence, and we respond to the results. When we consciously
focus on our questions as a means of improving student learning, we foster attention on the reflection and analysis that leads to effective practices. A spirit of
inquiry is the foundation for sustained professional development.

a million questions. What made such a
difference in their approach to their
work? How did they choose their
books? How could I manage a reading
program based on a free-read
approach? How could I
monitor their growth? Was
there a way to meet the
needs of the ninth grade
curriculum and still allow
for a wide range of student
choice? “What if...” questions filled my notebook.
My commute wasn't long
enough for all the questions
I needed to think about. A
conversation with my students led to more questions.
I had no easy answers to
any of the questions I had
written, but I did know that
everything about my work suddenly
felt new. I was eager to study my questions.
This is the nature of inquiry — we
notice a problem or situation, we pose
a question, we gather evidence, and we
respond to the results. We all do this
informally hundreds of times each day
as we plan a lesson or an assessment,
change seating plans, or administer discipline — questions govern our work.

gies to give and receive feedback, to
share best practices, to grapple with
dilemmas, to “tune” curriculum, and to
collaborate across disciplines to
enhance student learning. This culture

of collaboration provides multiple perspectives on the ways students learn.
We draw upon these tools as we engage
in action research.
For Life Skills teacher Regina
Sullivan, the possibility of collaboration
was the key to her research question.
She set out to learn how she could provide authentic learning experiences that
incorporated both process skills and
professional collaboration. She also

teachers to learn to use software that
students needed to use to do their
work. I also asked our photography
teacher to assist students with instruction in digital photography and composition techniques to illustrate
the students' recipes. We jerryrigged a studio complete with
lighting, camera tripods, linens,
props and plates of all different
colors and shapes. My CFG
helped me to craft a research
question that was broad enough
to encompass all the learning I
was doing in order to help my
students. They supported my
work and donated their time to
help me.
“The prevailing culture in
my classroom prior to my
research was ‘from pot to
mouth’. All food prepared was consumed instantly, with no reflection of
the process and little analysis, other
than taste, of the work. Now, students
must demonstrate writing, editing, and
presentation skills in addition to the
skills involved in following a recipe
and cooking a meal. Creating a cookbook is an authentic task that builds a
tremendous repertoire of skills.
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1. convene NSRF related
meetings and activities
2. provide CFG coaches’
and/or principals’ trainings
3. provide a conduit for local
and national communication
4. participate in a minimum
of one nationally convened
NSRF coaches planning
meeting annually
5. participate on one or
more cluster
6. any center that does not have
a representative on the council
may select a representative to sit
on the council
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NSRF-NY is a local collaborative for
professional development (New York
City Board of Education, Lehman
Institute for Literacy Studies - Center
for Leadership Development and
New York University). It is a network
of New York based facilitators,
trained and endorsed by NSRF
National Trainers. Participants develop facilitative leadership skills and
learn how to design and lead on-going
professional development.
NSRF-NY is proud of its commitment to performance-based assessment for grown-ups. Participants in
all of our training work — from executive leadership at the Board of
Education to teachers in school
groups — present portfolios showing
their progress towards our facilitators
standards. They are then endorsed on
different levels — as facilitators, as
trainers, etc.
NSRF endorsed facilitators work in
a variety of positions supporting professional development in New York
City for teachers and leaders in
schools and school districts. These
include conducting study groups,
retreats, institutes, workshops and
conferences. Through a process of
training, application of new skills and
demonstration of competence, New
York City participants may apply for
NSRF facilitator endorsement.
We are holding our first Spring

Colloquium slated for May 17.
Besides opportunities to share work,
we expect to have a demonstration
roundtable where the portfolio
process can be seen and then, we
hope, critiqued. The director of
NSRF - New York is Nancy Mohr
and the associate directors are
Anthony Conelli and Alan Dichter.□

You can contact Nancy Mohr
at <nanmohr@rcn.com>

NSRF endorsed facilitators work in a variety of positions supporting professional development in New York City for teachers
and leaders in schools and school districts. These include conducting study groups, retreats, institutes, workshops and conferences. Through a process of training, application of new skills
and demonstration of competence, New York City participants
may apply for NSRF facilitator endorsement.
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Centers of activity are
defined by those who
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